
Charles Vancouver Piper (1867–1926) 

Charles V. Piper was born in Canada and grew up in the Pacific Northwest. He began 

botanizing as a young man in Seattle, and his interest 

led to a career as botanist and professor at the 

Washington Agricultural College and School of 

Science (now Washington State University).1 

Piper was hired by the USDA in 1903 as curator for 

the department’s Grass Herbarium,2 but in 1905 he 

exchanged this position with his colleague A.S. 

Hitchcock. According to Agnes Chase, “Professor 

Piper…yearned for economic work, while Professor 

Hitchcock carried on economic work but devoted 

such time as he could find to taxonomic work.”3 In 

1907, Piper was appointed Agrostologist-In-Charge of 

the USDA’s Division of Forage Plants.4  Important 

contributions by Piper during his years with the 

USDA included development of the soybean for 

American agriculture and research into numerous 

forage crops, including the introduction of Sudan 

grass to the United States.5 

Piper’s involvement in turfgrass research began in 1906 when he was approached by Dr. 

Walter S. Harban, an officer of the Columbia Country Club in Washington, DC, who was 

seeking advice from the USDA on problems with the grasses at the club’s putting greens.6  

Then, in 1908, Piper and his colleague Dr. Russell A. Oakley were asked for help by 

Charles B. MacDonald, the architect designing the National Golf Links at Southampton, 

Long Island, due to the problems he was experiencing establishing turf on the sand 

dunes.7 

These two queries prompted Piper and Oakley to undertake an investigation of problems 

of turfgrass at U.S. golf clubs, and in 1913 they began to publish a series of articles on 

turfgrass, to the great interest of the golf community.8 In 1915, the Executive Committee of 

the U.S. Golf Association (USGA) met with Secretary of Agriculture David F. Houston to 

formally request help with golf course turfgrass problems. As a result, the USDA 

established the Arlington Turf Garden at its Arlington Experimental Farm in Virginia.9   

The USDA had managed experimental grass gardens dating back to the 1860s, but the 

Arlington Turf Garden was the first USDA grass garden to focus specifically on turfgrass for 

golf courses.  Research was carried out there on turfgrass diseases, fertilizers, and the 
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selection and propagation of grasses best suited for golf turf.10  In 1917, Piper and Oakley 

published their most influential work on this topic, Turf for Golf Courses. 

In 1920, the USGA established the office now known as the “Green Section,” and Charles 

Piper became its first chairman.  While serving in this capacity, he retained his position 

with the USDA at the Division of Forage Plants. He held both posts until his death in 

1926. 
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